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beard to cover a chin. I myself am not too good without a beard. I have
a nasty jowl which needs softening with natural hair." Again he denounced
Lucien as one who ought to know better. I explained that he was a
personal friend, a hard, conscientious worker, the nearest person we have
to William Morris in this country. I told G.B.S. of the wonderful
friendship that existed between father and son and quoted a letter from
Camille to Lucien:
"Remember that I have a rustic, melancholy temperament, that I am
coarse and wild in appearance, it is only after a long time that I can appeal
to anyone if the person who looks at me has a little indulgence. But the
passer-by passes too cursory a glance and goes on ... /'
G.B.S. said: "When I was an art critic I recognized the moment I
saw the work of the impressionists, that a new vision and a new vitality
had entered art. When an artist's work produces violent controversy
people are apt to regard it with that sort of seriousness which is very
appropriately called deadly. The same sort of thing happened in literature
and the theatre: they were almost done to death by the earnest disciples.
Be earnest, certainly, but if you believe in a thing you can laugh at it.
Atheists whose religion is that there is no God, laugh at God and end up
as theosophists. Do you remember St. John Ervine's story, when he and
Galsworthy were watching a performance of my play? They were
suddenly harangued by a funeral mute, an earnest student of the drama.
He must have entered the theatre after depositing a body in a cellar. He
pointed to the dozen persons in the theatre and exclaimed: 'And even
these don't take it seriously!' Three blows of the mallet were heard, the
artistic substitute for the orchestra, and the play was resumed."
I thought that the best bit of pungent criticism I had ever read was
of Courbet by Alexandre Dumas Fils; I read it to G.B.S.:
'From what fabulous crossing of a slug with a peacock, from what
genital antitheses, from what sebaceous oozing can have been generated,
for instance, this thing called Mr. Gustave Courbet? Under what
gardener's bell, with the help of what manure, as a result of what mixture
of wine, beer, corrosive mucous and a flatulent oedema can have grown
this sonorous and hairy pumpkin, this aesthetic belly, this imbecillic and
impotent incarnation of the Self? Wouldn't one say he was the force of
God, if God, whom this non-being has wanted to destroy, were capable
of playing pranks, and could have mixed Himself up with this?*
G.B.S. laughed and thought it good stuff. "It was no doubt the
making of Courbet," he said. "Philosophically Dumas was all wrong.